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MASSACHUSETTS RARE AND ENDANGERED PLANTS 

CLIMBIOO FERN 

(Lygodium palmatum (Bernh.) Sw.) 

_.. 

Wiley, Farida A. Ferns of Northeastern 
United States. Dever Publications, New 
York, Hew York.. 1936. 

DESCRIPI'ION 

Climbing Fern does not have the charac
teristic overall shape of IOOSt ferns. 
It is an evergreen, ivy-like plant which 
sprawls over the ground or climbs clock
wise short distances up shrubs and 
coarse herbs. In very favorable con
ditions, Climbing Fern may carpet up to 
an acre of IlDI"e of the forest floor. 
The rootstalk is black, wiry, widely 
creeping and branching. The root sends 
up a rCM of twining delicate fronds to a 
height of 3 - 5 ft (0.9 - 1.5 m). The 
pinnae (fern equivalent of leaflets) are 
alternate. The sterile pinnae consist 
of a forking stalk, each stalk ending in 
a palmately lobed yellow-green blade 
about 2 in (3 - 6 em) across. The fer
tile blades are tiny, palmate, and pro
duce spores on the underside. The gross norphology of this fern 
distinguishes it fran any other species in Massachusetts. 

HABITAT IN MASSACHUSEITS 

Climbing Fern grCMS in llOist pine-oak-maple woods with an open understory, 
llOist thickets and stream margins. ibis plant prefers acidic soils that are 
sandy, rich in humus, but nutrient poor. Regenerating woodlands and 
powerline corridors also provide habitat for this species in Massachusetts. 
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RANGE 

Climbing Fern occurs fran southern Neo1 Hampshire and northwestern Vermont 
west to Michigan, and south to Georgia and A1abamci. 

POPULATION STA'roS 

Climbing Fern is a species of "Special COncern" in Massachusetts. It is 
considered rare in Neo1 England, New York, Neo1 Jersey, Maryland, South 
Carolina, A1.abaIIa, Pennsylvannia, Ohio and Michigan. 

There are 15 current sites (since 1978) in Massachusetts for Climbing Fern, 
and 27 additional historical (before 1978) locations. 

In the 1800's, when Climbing Fern was IIIlCh more COlDkJO, it was very pcpJ1ar 
as a decoration and camercial collection contributed to its decline. The 
first plant protection law was passed in Connecticut in 1869 specifically to 
protect this species. regal protection helped alleviate the collection 
problem. Hc:Mever, loss of habitat through expansion of agriculture and 
developnent continued as the major factor contributing to the species 
decline. 

Although Climbing Fern may be abundant where it is found, pcpllations are 
rare and localized. Climbing Fern continues to decline in Massachusetts due 
to loss of habitat through draining and filling of wetlands, land develop
ment projects, and the maturation of woodlands. seemingly appropriate habi
tat for Climbing Fern is fairly COlDon in Massachusetts, however, for 
unknosn reasons, Climbing Fern occurs in only a very few of these areas. 


